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ABSTRACT
The Folk Festival of the Smokies and the Role of Music Festivals in Preserving
Old-Time Music in Appalachia
by
Keegan Luckey-Smith
This thesis examines the history of the Folk Festival of the Smokies, which sought to preserve
old-time music as an expression of southern Appalachian regional culture. The study uses
qualitative methods, including personal interviews with one of the founders and significant
festival participants, supplemented with archival and historical research into photographs,
festival performances and literature regarding the festival. Since the festival operated for thirtythree years as a small festival in a relatively isolated location in eastern Tennessee, this case
study serves as an example of the role of festivals in intangible cultural heritage preservation in
relatively rural settings. The legacy of the festival is examined, along with its impact on
succeeding festivals. The thesis concludes with a discussion of the role and future of music
festivals in the old-time music community.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
The Folk Festival of the Smokies was a small festival in the Blue Ridge Mountains of
Tennessee which took place annually from 1968 to 2001. Although the event never drew the
massive crowds of some of its contemporaries, its intimate nature made it a unique place to learn
and take part in traditional music. Through documentation of the history of the festival, later
renamed the Cosby Harp and Dulcimer Festival, this thesis explores the meaning of old-time
music in the culture of southern Appalachia—from West Virginia down to Alabama—and the
role of music festivals featuring regional artists in sustaining this type of music as part of the
expressive nature of the regional culture. In order to provide a foundation for explicating the core
subject of this thesis, we must first begin with an understanding of the concept of culture,
particularly as applied to a geographic area, such as southern Appalachia.
Allen Batteau asserts in his 1979 essay “Appalachia and the Concept of Culture: A
Theory of Shared Misunderstandings” that culture is frequently seen as a term applied to the
heritage of a particular group as it is passed on from generation to generation of group members.
Clifford Geertz, in The Interpretation of Cultures—his 1973 collection of essays—identifies
culture as a “historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols” that allow
people to “communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward
life” (89). In discussing the idea of an Appalachian culture in his 1977 essay “Anthropology and
Appalachian Studies: Implications for the Discipline and Consequent Course Design,” Thomas
Plaut notes that a culture might be seen as the sum product of social constructions of the reality
people experience, and for a region, we might readily note that this must have some geographical
reference. For this thesis, the cultural group I am focusing on is made up of festival goers and
organizers who seek, celebrate, and collect music from southern Appalachia. Therefore, in this
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study the word “culture” refers to the act of sharing and participating in music and dance
traditions that are rooted in the region.
However, there are those who believe that Appalachia does not have a distinct culture.
Scholars like Henry Shapiro consider many of the characteristics often attributed to Appalachian
culture to be the invention of local color writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. In his 1978 book Appalachia on Our Mind, Shapiro discusses the idea of a
homogenized culture of the Appalachian region—an idea spread far and wide by local
colorists—serving as a way of dealing with the unknown and, thus, distilling a whole region into
an image that was easy for the rest of the country to grasp. Throughout the text, he repeatedly
returns to the consideration that by the 1870s “the apparent persistence of pioneer conditions
among the mountain people made Appalachia seem a strange land inhabited by a peculiar
people” (xiii). Similarly, Susan E. Keefe writes in her 2008 essay “Theorizing Modernity in
Appalachia” that these stereotypes gained infamy when “nineteenth-century local-color
writers… describe[d] mountaineers who were characterized as unclean, lawless, and degenerate
backwoods hicks” (162-163). Although there are many stereotypes and views of Appalachia that
have emerged as a result of local color writing, it is, however, clear that southern Appalachian
culture is not simply a creation of those outside the region. Both Keefe and Richard B. Drake
assert that Appalachia does indeed have a distinct culture that developed out of serval factors
including geography and ways of life due to isolation that was prevalent well prior to the 1930s.
Drake, in his 2001 work A History of Appalachia, argues that the geography affected the type of
agriculture practiced, thus changing the way that Appalachia interacted with the world of trade.
Thus, the position I take in this thesis is that a regional culture represents accumulated
social constructions of people in a defined geographic region, and there must be an expressive
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form for the social constructions to be effectively passed across generations. Southern
Appalachian music has continued to thrive from generation to generation because, as Bill C.
Malone writes in his 2004 contribution to the edited collection High Mountains Rising:
Appalachia in Time and Place, it is “a body of music that seems to evoke a cluster of values and
a way of life that stand in stark relief to the dominant culture of our urban-industrial nation”
(114). Although old-time Appalachian music has an inherent staying power as Malone describes,
it still needs a forum for tradition bearers to pass the music on. This thesis focuses on the
expression of culture in musical forms associated with a group of people within the Appalachian
region using the history of the Folk Festival of the Smokies as a primary example.
Given that culture is a function of intergenerational heritage, it is important to disclose
my engagement in the expressive heritage of the region through old-time music. The impetus for
this thesis can be found in my immersion in the culture of the southern Appalachian region. I
grew up as a junior musician actively engaged in learning about and performing old-time music
and spent my collegiate career learning about the music and the culture out of which it finds its
origins and expression.
Through good fortune, I found myself in a community of gifted old-time musicians and
began at an early age to learn about how they saw the role of music in local life. From these
roots, I developed an interest that fueled intensive study of Appalachian culture and music, and
profound interest in their preservation. This thesis builds upon this foundation with an
exploration of the role of music festivals in sustaining expressive culture in the music of
Appalachia. Indeed, music and the broader culture of this region are integrally linked, and
support for this contention can be seen in the evolution of public performance in the arts and
crafts as central themes of cultural preservation.
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My growing appreciation for the role of music in the life of my community led me to
seek understanding of how old-time music was linked to Appalachian culture, and critically, how
preservation of this music could be central to sustaining regional identity. My exploration
yielded an understanding that this type of concern was much broader than just my immediate
community, and in fact there is national recognition of the need to preserve our cultural legacy.
Such value has been accorded to preservation of elements of regional culture that seeking such
preservation has been codified in Federal legislation. The American Folklife Preservation Act
specifically defined American folklife as:
The traditional expressive culture shared within the various groups in the United
States: familial, ethnic, occupational, religious, regional; expressive culture
includes a wide range of creative and symbolic forms such as custom, belief,
technical skill, language, literature, art, architecture, music, play, dance, drama,
ritual, pageantry, handicraft; these expressions are mainly learned orally, by
imitation, or in performance, and are generally maintained without benefit of
formal instruction or institutional direction (American Folklife Preservation Act
of 1976, 2018, § 2102).
While official recognition for preservation of cultural heritage within the United States is
of primary relevance to this thesis, it is important to acknowledge the global nature of the
growing appreciation for the importance of cultural heritage. Witness, for example, the
chartering of an Agency of the United Nations, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) that has significantly engaged in cultural preservation over a
substantial portion of the 20th Century and into the 21st Century (Singh). More recently, with the
adoption of their Agenda 21 for culture, approximately 300 cities and local governments world-
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wide have affirmed their support for culture as a basic pillar for community development at the
4th Forum of Local Authorities for Social Inclusion of Porto Alegre, held in Barcelona in May
2004 (Committee on Culture – United Cities and Local Governments – UCLG).
UNESCO has also stressed the vital role of intangible cultural heritage (ICH) in
communities around the globe:
The ‘intangible cultural heritage’ means the practices, representations,
expressions, knowledge, skills—as well as the instruments, objects, artifacts, and
cultural spaces associated therewith—that communities, groups and, in some
cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible
cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly
recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their
interaction with nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of
identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human
creativity. For the purposes of this Convention, consideration will be given solely
to such intangible cultural heritage, as is compatible with existing international
human rights instruments, as well as with requirements of mutual respect among
communities, groups, and individuals, and of sustainable development
(UNESCO).
As described in the introduction to the 2012 volume Safeguarding Intangible Cultural
Heritage, edited by Michelle Stefano et al., this type of cultural heritage is one that does not
possess a physical manifestation. It is made up of “cultural expressions” which the world needs
to “promote, protect, and revitalise” lest the practices become any further “threatened with
extinction as a result of the homogenising forces of globalisation” (Stefano 1). As long as these

12

sustainable traditions do not violate any human rights standards or disrespect any other people,
they deserve to be supported and celebrated.
In Stefano’s chapter of the edited volume, titled “Reconfiguring the Framework:
Adopting an Ecomuseological Approach for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage,” she
argues that “at the heart of ICH are the individuals, groups, and communities that embody,
practise, and transmit it” (223). Stefano applies her theory through ethnographic analysis of
three traditional expressions of music and dance in communities across North East England.
Through this analysis, she identifies “sense of belonging” as a key factor of living tradition.
Further, she breaks down “sense of belonging” into three components: “belonging to the
community of fellow dancers and musicians; belonging to… the places in which living traditions
have evolved and are transmitted today; and belonging to the shared heritage that is expressed
though these practices” (226). All three elements are present in the community that made up the
Folk Festival of the Smokies. As I have described in Chapter Four, the three participants I
interviewed expressed feelings of connection to community, place, and musical heritage.
Stefano’s writing supports the lens through which I am examining my topic, which is that of
local community efforts aimed at preserving musical cultural heritage within a geographical
region.
For the purposes of this thesis, it is important to recognize that elements of American
folklife have been defined to include musical expression shared by specific groups, including
regions such as Appalachia, within the United States. From this perspective, old-time music, as
found in Appalachia, is a part of a recognized traditional expressive culture, and federal law
specifically recognizes the value of workshops, defined as an activity with the express purpose of
cultural preservation by encouraging the development of skills, appreciation, or enjoyment of
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American folklife (American Folklife Preservation Act of 1976). Within this context, music
festivals can be seen as officially recognized means by which the musical expression inherent in
a culture is preserved.
Support at the national level has helped to spur the popularity of folk festivals intended to
nurture the folkways of a region (Prosterman). While legislation in 1976 can serve as a
convenient way to demarcate official support for the development of folk festivals, Oskár
Elschek notes that the development of such festivals flourished much earlier, in the 1950s, based
on artistic and media interest. Among the factors contributing to this emergence, Elschek points
to encouragement from authorities at the regional and other levels. As discussed further in
Chapter Three, Waldemar Cudny highlights the important role that festivals play in promoting
regions, particularly with respect to developing rural areas.
Indeed, beyond official recognition, recent scholarship supports the effectiveness of
music festivals in cultural preservation. Dianne Guenin-Lelle and Alison Harris describe in their
2009 study of three music festivals in southwest Louisiana found to be significant to Acadian
culture and music—the Festival de Musique Acadienne, the Southwest Louisiana Zydeco Music
Festival and the Festival International de Louisiane. These events demonstrate how music
festivals serve as cultural rituals presenting a sharing of history that brings the residents of a
region together. The authors contend that such coming together can help a region to avoid
cultural assimilation toward homogenization, stating that “Festivals, serving as cultural rituals,
have brought large numbers of people together to experience a shared cultural performance that
represents a shared history, which in turn helps to stem the tide of cultural assimilation by
mainstream Anglo America” (Guenin-Lelle and Harris 472).
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It is also important for the continuation of music traditions that people fill the tradition
bearer role. Tradition bearers are members of a community who, through teaching and
performing, keep cultural traditions prominent. As John D. Niles describes in his 1999 book
Homo Narrans: The Poetics and Anthropology of Oral Literature, tradition bearers are an
essential part of keeping traditions alive. Niles uses the analogy that tradition is a machine and
tradition bearers are the engine that keeps the machine running without stalling out (173). The
Folk Festival of the Smokies played an important role in creating and supporting tradition
bearers in southern Appalachian old-time music.
The southern Appalachians have been home to a substantial number of local music
festivals intent not only on preserving the music of this setting, but also on linking this music to
the preservation of other elements of regional expression. One example of such a festival is the
Mountain Dance and Folk Festival established in Asheville, North Carolina in 1928 by folklorist
and ballad collector Bascom Lamar Lunsford as a way of highlighting and preserving his image
of traditional music and dance (Mountain Dance). Another of these festivals is the Union Grove
Old-Time Fiddlers’ Convention started in 1924 by H.P VanHoy in Union Grove North Carolina.
It started as a fundraiser to collect money to build a local school, but it quickly grew to become a
highly attended, annual affair (Union Grove). In this study, I focus on the Folk Festival of the
Smokies, which originated in Gatlinburg and eventually moved to Cosby, both within eastern
Tennessee (see Figure 7). While I grew up only twenty-four miles from Cocke Country, I was
amazed that I had never heard of this festival until encountering live recordings of performances
and stage banter from the festival in the Archives of Appalachia in the Center of Excellence for
Appalachian Studies and Services at East Tennessee State University. Many of the performances
on those tapes included musicians I had been aware of for a long time, and yet I had no

15

knowledge of a festival that was essentially in my backyard. This thesis details the development
of this east Tennessee folk festival, the ideals underlying its development, its eventual demise,
and the potential messages from this legacy for present-day efforts at preservation of the music
and broader culture of the southern Appalachians.

Figure 1. Stage performance at the Folk Festival of the Smokies in 1988. Photo by Scott Reed.
Used with permission.
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CHAPTER 2. DESIGN AND RATIONALE FOR THE PROJECT
This thesis explores the meaning of old-time music in southern Appalachian culture
through an examination of the history of the Folk Festival of the Smokies. Such music festivals
which feature artists based within the region have helped sustain old-time music as part of the
expressive nature of the regional culture. My study is based on the historical case study method
which is defended by Robert Yin in his 1994 book Case Study Research to be a useful method
for examining events. For my case I chose a single festival because it exhibited significant and
prolonged engagement with old-time music characteristic of the culture of the southern
Appalachian region. An example of a historical case study being used to look at festivals is
Thomas Adler’s 2011 book Bean Blossom: The Brown County Jamboree and Bill Monroe
Bluegrass Festivals (Music in American Life), which studies the Bean Blossom Bluegrass
Festival started by Bill Monroe. Adler goes back several decades before the festival began,
examining the origins of the event and its key players to create a comprehensive historical case
study telling the story of Bean Blossom and how it became one the most noteworthy, long
running festivals around. My historical case study details the development of the Folk Festival of
the Smokies, as well as the ideals underlying its development and eventual demise, and explores
the messages its legacy contributes to present-day efforts toward cultural preservation in the
southern Appalachians.
A historical case, according to Stephen Petrina in his 2020 article “Methods of Analysis:
Historical Case Study,” is “a particular someone or something in the past that can be
conceptually aggregated and temporally limited” (1). A historical case study is appropriate for
this project because it is a way of examining past events as a way of looking at the present. Since
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the Folk Festival of the Smokies is no longer in existence, it is necessary to study its past to make
any sort of conclusions about its legacy in the present.
As described by John W. Creswell in his 2014 book Research Design: Qualitative,
Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches, “qualitative research is an approach for exploring
and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (4).
The qualitative approach was appropriate for my study because it applies to the collection of
stories, memories, and primary source materials such as pictures, videos, and audio recordings.
The design of this study emerged when I identified additional sources of information at each
stage of the research, utilizing qualitative documents, audio and visual materials, and interviews.
These sources represent three of the four data collection procedures identified by Creswell for
qualitative research. The fourth source, qualitative observations, could not be applied to this
study since the festival subject to the case study is no longer operating (Creswell 4).
I have employed ethnographic approaches in my qualitative research for this thesis
(Creswell 4). My perspective is that of a musician and researcher who daily participates in the
culture and music I am investigating—an endeavor known as autoethnography (Ellis and
Adams). In this work, I, the author, reside in the region being studied, and engage in learning and
performing the type of music that was presented at the Folk Festival of the Smokies. This
immersion is a central part of the study. Giles Harrison-Conwill, in his 2014 journal article titled
“Informal Ethnography in the Corporate Workplace: Applying Foundational Research Methods
in Professional Life,” describes ethnography as a specific form of qualitative research
methodology intended to make sense of social life (17). The ethnographic methods I applied in
this work were conducting interviews, listening to audio recordings of stage performance, and
viewing photographs of all aspects of the festival including campsite jams, workshops, and
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shows happening on stage. These methods allowed me to build a secondhand idea of the daily
festival life and the impact it had on its participants since I was unable to attend a festival in
person.
I initially engaged in the topic of this thesis by conducting historical archival research,
including textual examination and a search through available media such as recordings recently
donated to the Archives of Appalachia by Lee Schilling, a founder of the Folk Festival of the
Smokies. The intent was to examine the changing political, economic, social, and cultural terrain
of the surrounding community over a period of time, requiring the application of ethnography to
the resources of the archives.
Archival materials reviewed included donated textual information, audio, and video
recordings. At the time of this research the donated archival material had not been fully reviewed
and catalogued, however it did provide an initial introduction to the festival and serve as a
catalyst for pursuing the case study. From the archival review and listening to the archival audio
tapes, I gained invaluable content for generating interview questions.
I found interview subjects and additional archival information through snowball
sampling, “a technique for finding research subjects where one subject gives the researcher the
name of another, who in turn provides the name of a third, and so on” (Cohen and Arieli 424).
My initial interview participant, Lee Schilling, identified additional resources, including a
participant named Jim Miller whom I later interviewed. Miller then identified informal
documentarian Scott Reed as a source for photographic records. This method of snowball
sampling allowed me to find respondents and sources for a topic about which there exists very
little previous research.
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The three in-depth interviews were subject to a determination that the research did not
require a review by the Institutional Review Board at East Tennessee State University. Informed
consent was obtained from the informants, including voluntary release of identifying
information, by completion of the appropriate form.
My interview research utilized semi-structured, face-to face interviews. Based upon
suggestions provided by Valerie Janesick in her 1983 article “Reflections on Teaching
Ethnographic Research Methods,” and rooted in information from archival research, I developed
initial interview questions as part of the interview protocol and provided the list of questions to
the informants ahead of time so that they could prepare for the interviews. The initial questions
included:
•

Could you tell me your name and where you are from?

•

How did you got involved in old-time music?

•

What was your role in the festival?

•

How did you find out about the festival?

•

What year did you start attending the festival?

•

How many years did you attend the festival?

•

How do you feel the festival did in representing old-time music?

•

Do you feel the music presented at the festival accurately represented
Appalachian music?

•

Do you feel the festival had a lasting impact on the community of old-time music?

•

Are you still active in the old-time community?
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In addition to the initial questions, each interview included questions to clarify key points
and address additional information suggested by the individual participants. Interviews were
audio recorded with the permission of the individuals interviewed.
Once completed, the interviews were transcribed, and the results were coded relative to
major themes covered by the subjects. Archival information and photographs provided by one of
the informants, Scott Reed, supplemented information from the interviews. Permission for use of
the photographs as part of this thesis was obtained on a standard photograph copyright release
form. Additionally, a key resource identified by Lee Schilling was obtained from the archival
library at National Geographic through a scanned copy of a National Geographic School Bulletin
article, which provided further corroboration of information gained through the interviews.
Further archival research in the local media also helped to identify the themes from the
interviews and included identification of a photograph originally published by the Mountain
Press, which was included in the thesis by permission. This newspaper article helped flesh out
the perspective of the festival in the eyes of the community.
Some of the limitations I faced taking on this project included the fact that the festival
ended when I was a young child, so I was never able to attend one. Because the last event took
place in 2001, many participants who would have been valuable interview subjects were no
longer living by the time I started the project in 2019. One in particular would have been Jean
Schilling, the original founder of the Folk Festival of the Smokies and the matriarch of the
festival throughout its existence. However, I was able to build the best perspective I could
though her recorded music and the memories her husband and festival cofounder shared with me.
Another limitation was the lack of previously published literature about the festival. This
deficiency made the initial search for information about the festival difficult. Thankfully, the
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great records kept by participants in the form of videos, pictures, recordings, and memories made
it possible to build my research though primary sources. A small issue I did not expect to
encounter was that, although I have a nearly local phone number, several of my respondents did
not answer my initial calls because they assumed I was a telemarketer. After some failed
attempts, I managed to contact them through email and proceed with my research.
Overall, despite some limitations in my research, my methodology was effective for this
project. Through the qualitative ethnographic methods I employed for this study, I was able to
flesh out a cohesive understanding of the history of the festival and its lasting impact on the
community it nurtured and the musical traditions it served.
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CHAPTER 3. THE FOLK FESTIVAL OF THE SMOKIES
The Folk Festival of the Smokies, later known as the Cosby Harp and Dulcimer Festival,
took place over one weekend every summer from 1968 to 2001. The organizers tried hosting the
festival in the fall at first, but as Schilling put it when I interviewed him in November 2019, “by
the fall the night insects were so loud you couldn’t hear the music.” For the majority of the
event’s duration, it occurred on a property belonging to Lee and Jean Schilling which provided
shady, wooded sites for workshops, camping, jamming, and performing. A small stage hosted
evening performances and demonstrations at the corner of the property, just off the long, gravel
driveway leading up to the Schillings’ house.

Figure 2. Folk Festival of the Smokies stage, situated in a clearing off the road, 1985. Photo by
Scott Reed. Used with permission.
When I went to visit Lee Schilling for an interview at the Cosby property he still called
home, it was not immediately clear that the land had served as festival grounds at one time. I
23

observed that the area was heavily wooded and lacked any of the typical facilities one finds at
music festivals, such as bathrooms and stages. However, I noticed several clearings as I made my
way up the driveway, following the directions Schilling had given me over the phone after telling
me that GPS devices often mislead people trying to find his house. These clearings were used for
primitive tent camping, without any water or electrical hookups (Schilling).
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Figure 3. A general sketch of the festival layout, as drawn by Scott Reed during our interview in
2020. The circles represent three different cleared locations for camping and playing music. The
unlabeled square above them is a small carport that they would use as a covered performance
area during rainy festivals. Used with permission.
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Figure 4. Festival participants jamming around a campsite fire pit in one of the clearings labeled
in figure 3. Photo by Scott Reed. Used with permission.
Waldemar Cudny in his 2014 article entitled “The Phenomenon of Festivals: Their
Origins, Evolution, and Classifications,” published in Anthropos, an international journal of
anthropology and linguistics, notes that there are many ways that a festival can be characterized.
Cudny’s presentation represents a review of literature related to the history and recent
development of festivals (642-643). From this review, he extracts several characteristics of
festivals, among which three themes are relevant to my research. First, Cudny observes that
festivals generally represent a public celebration which serves as a social event organized around
a dominant theme. Further, according to Cudny, a festival is part of the cultural heritage that
draws communities together by establishing social identity and capital. Finally, Cudny notes that
a festival may incorporate a competition or review (642-643).
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To varying degrees, each of the elements are present in the example provided by the Folk
Festival of the Smokies. This festival took place in eastern Tennessee as a deliberate social event
that was focused particularly on music and the associated instruments typical of the regional
culture. As such, this festival served to create a sense of social identity and elevated the value of
the music and other cultural representations to the community and region. Finally, as will be
described below, this festival, at least in its early incarnation, included serious musical
competitions, although after a few years the Schillings decided to move away from such contests
to focus more on creating a supportive community for those seeking to improve their
musicianship (however, informal competitions appear to have continued throughout the history
of this festival). Clearly, while the Folk Festival of the Smokies may not have rivaled more
famous entrants in this realm, it was an important part of the community in one corner of the
Appalachian region. In line with what was observed by Guenin-Lelle and Harris, such a festival
serves to build on the role of music in connecting a community to its roots.
Ronald Cohen, in his 2008 book, A History of Folk Music Festivals in the United States:
Feasts of Musical Celebration, notes that the 1960s would come to be known as the golden era
of festivals in the United States, mirroring a global flourishing of festivals and becoming among
the fastest developing cultural phenomena during the latter half of the 20th Century (57). Some of
the festivals that come to mind for most people would be large iconic festivals like the Newport
Folk Festival, established in 1959 in Newport, Rhode Island, or Woodstock, established in 1969,
which would see unprecedented crowds that would push the limits of their facilities and come to
define the idea of festival as community. As the 1963 Newport Folk Festival gained press
acclaim and recognition in the folk community, it also accomplished a profit of $70,000, clearly
displaying potential for economic impact from festivals (Lornell 303). Indeed, it is just such
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economic impact that has led to festivals being accepted as part of tourism-based economic
development in some locations (Lornell 223).
The Folk Festival of the Smokies, which is the focus of this project, operated on a much
smaller scale than either of the two aforementioned festivals. However, the festival still managed
to create and serve its own community in very similar ways. As will be presented in the
descriptions that follow, the festival brought people to its location, cultivated a sense of
community around the music and other elements of the regional culture, and engendered some
modicum of economic activity, although not at a level that would sustain its operations without
financial support from the founders. Lee and Jean Schilling often had to subsidize the festival
with their own money. As seen in the photo below, the crowd size is modest but attentive.
Schilling commented that the crowds were never very large; however, they always had a
consistent, enthusiastic group of people. “At the most we had two or three hundred people, but
never more than that,” he recalled.

Figure 5. A gathering of participants at the Folk Festival of the Smokies in 1985. Photo by Scott
Reed. Used with permission.
Appalachia has had a very extensive history with festivals and other types of
performative exhibitions predating the 1960s, serving both to preserve traditions and to provide
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economic benefits (Malone). Perhaps one of the closest parallels to the Folk Festival of the
Smokies was the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival established in in 1927 by Bascom Lamar
Lunsford (Jamison 151). The Mountain Dance and Folk Festival was first held in Asheville,
North Carolina, and has since relocated to Marshall, North Carolina, where it continues to focus
on highlighting music and dance from Buncombe and its surrounding counties and offer an
authentic representation of these artforms. Lunsford, being local to the area and a musician
himself, had a very clear and defined definition of how he thought local culture should be
portrayed. This notion led to very narrow, prescriptive boundaries for what was acceptable at the
festival, with many instances of dance groups being asked to change their names or not dance in
certain styles (Jamison 155). While it still exists today, the annual event now serves as a
commemorative festival to honor Lunsford.
Another noteworthy display of Appalachian culture that predates the festival movement
is the fiddler’s convention. These gatherings had less of a focus on performance; rather, they
centered around song, dance, and instrumental competition. These festivals also provided an
opportunity for musicians from around the region to gather and play music with those outside of
their usual circle. In my interview with Lee Schilling, he mentioned that he and his wife Jean had
referred to the example of fiddler’s conventions as they worked to determine how they wanted
their festival to feel, although they eventually distanced their festival from those that focused on
competitions.
In some ways, the festival organized by the Schillings can be seen as a search to move
away from some of the features of music festivals developed during the 1960s and 1970s. For
example, after attending Fiddler’s Grove in Union Grove, North Carolina, they actively sought to
differ from formats that attracted outside influences, such as attendance by groups from the Hells
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Angels. As will be noted later, the Schillings sought to create a family-friendly atmosphere at
their festival.
Another festival phenomenon taking off just a few years prior to the inception of the Folk
Festival of the Smokies was the bluegrass festival, which was quickly growing in popularity. The
first bluegrass festival was put on by Carlton Haney in Roanoke Virginia (Rosenberg). These
festivals featured highly professional stage shows and would become contentious battle grounds
between traditionalism, and innovation. Neil V. Rosenberg uses the festival reviews in his 2005
book Bluegrass: A History to illustrate these tensions. When I interviewed Lee Schilling, he
mentioned that he felt that the focus at bluegrass festivals seemed to be on the stage performance
and that in a way this informed his and Jean’s decision to place more focus on workshops and
make the stage performance portion of their event more participatory.
A festival that is notably aligned with what the Folk Festival of the Smokies did is a
small festival called the Rockbridge Mountain Music and Dance Festival in Buena Vista,
Virginia. The festival was started by Mike Seeger in 1986 as a noncompetitive music event that
to this day has neither a stage performance nor a music competition element to it (Rockbridge
Mountain Music & Dance Festival). Although these two festivals are similar, the Folk Festival of
the Smokies never actually eliminated its stage performance display; rather, the Schillings
simply changed the focus of what they were displaying.
The Folk Festival of the Smokies was a unique event even among similar festivals.
According to its website, Fiddle Hell is another cross between a festival and a camp which has
been held annually in Westford, Massachusetts since 2005, beginning only shortly after the end
of the dulcimer gathering in Cosby (Reiner). Like the Schilling’s festival, Fiddle Hell is divided
into workshops, jams, and stage concerts, and primarily revolves around one instrument. It also
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takes place over a weekend, occurring every year from the first Thursday through the first
Sunday in November. However, the event’s website publishes a detailed schedule prior to the
first day, whereas at the Folk Festival of the Smokies instructors could sign up for workshop
times while the festival was in progress. As opposed to scheduled concerts, participants could
form bands on the spot and play on stage.
The Schillings
To understand how the Folk Festival of the Smokies was influential to the region and
music community, we must first understand how this festival came to be and get to know those
behind its inception. This information is based upon an interview with Lee Schilling. The story
of this festival begins with a woman named Jean Costner who was born in 1928 in Cocke
Country, Tennessee, and spent much of her early life with her mother in Knoxville. Jean had a
keen interest in local arts that was fostered though her aunt, Ella Costner, who was a regional
poet. Although she spent a good portion of her developmental years in Knoxville, she would
often visit Cocke County to spend time with her grandparents and she kept a strong connection to
the area. She spent her childhood singing in churches, but it would not be until returning to
Tennessee after the end of her first marriage, during which she lived in Maine, that she would
discover the mountain dulcimer, which became the cornerstone of her musical life. In 1968 Jean
organized the first Folk Festival of the Smokies which took place in the city convention hall in
Gatlinburg. It was during her time in Gatlinburg that Jean met Schilling, who soon became her
husband and partner in the operation of the festival.
Lee Schilling was born in 1938 in Covington, Kentucky, but shortly thereafter his family
moved to Huntington, West Virginia. After graduating from Davidson College with a degree in
physics, Schilling began working for NASA. It was during a visit to Gatlinburg that he met Jean,
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who was playing the dulcimer at the time of their encounter. This chance meeting became the
start of an enduring personal and professional relationship.
The two courted for about six to eight months before they got married. Schilling quit his
job at NASA and the two of them focused their time on dulcimer building and performance.
Figure 6 shows Jean and Lee Schilling in approximately 1972, engaged in the music they so
loved. Jean Schilling passed away in 2005 at age 76. During her lifetime she was nationally
recognized for her contributions to Appalachian music. She and Lee founded Gatlinburg’s Folk
Festival of the Smokies and later established the Folk Life Center of the Smokies at their Cosby,
Tennessee home (Schilling).
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Figure 6. The founders perform. The late Jean Schilling (left) plays her dulcimer, accompanied
by her husband, Lee Schilling, on the recorder, in this file photograph taken in 1972 (reprinted
with permission, The Mountain Press).
The Festival
Lee and Jean Schilling were married in 1969, and Jean had already hosted one festival at
that point (Schilling). The couple would host two more years in Gatlinburg before moving the
festival to Cocke County, Tennessee. The first festivals in the Cosby Community of Cocke
County were held at Kineauvista, a property owned by Col. M. M. Bullard. At the time, the
annual Ramp Festival was also held at this same location (Schilling). The locations for the Folk
Festival of the Smokies, all of which are in close proximity to the Great Smoky Mountains
National Park, are indicated on the map in Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Locations associated with the Folk Festival of the Smokies (denoted with
stars). Note the proximity to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park (base map
from tnvacation.com/maps, used with permission).
Eventually the couple relocated the Folk Festival of the Smokies to a portion of Jean’s
family farm in Cosby, on the eastern side of Cocke County. During the off season, the couple
operated a small store on the property that sold a mixture of instruments, sheet music, and
recorded music. They also continued their career as a duo preforming act, playing at places like
the Carter Store in Hampton, Virginia (Schilling).
The festival would continue for many years under the stewardship of the Schillings,
although changing names and downsizing in the middle of the 1970s. The last festival took place
in 2001, as a result of Jean’s worsening health, which required all of Lee’s attention. Jean passed
away in 2005 (Schilling). Lee never restarted the festival, but as of this publication still lives on
the property where the couple made their home for many years and upon which they hosted their
beloved festival.
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Unlike some other attempts at cultural preservation, such as ballad collection or folk
festivals outside the region (i.e., Woodstock or Newport) that brought regional music to places
outside of the Appalachian boundaries, regional festivals like the Folk Festival of the Smokies
represented the celebration of these folk arts in the places within which they were present.
However, the Folk Festival of the Smokies did gain initial notoriety and was covered in the
March 1969 issue of the National Geographic School Bulletin, a publication that was intended to
be a classroom magazine with an audience of elementary and high school students (Sloan). This
article extolled the festival as placing mountain skills on display. It was also noted that the Folk
Festival of the Smokies (although it was described in the article as the Smokey Mountain Folk
Festival) was different from other folk festivals in that the festival combined music and crafts
(Sloan). Jean Davis (as Jean Schilling was known at the time, during her first marriage) was
reported to have indicated that bringing crafts people and musicians together was intended to
increase excitement at the event (Sloan). Further, Sloan noted that the festival would be opening
its second year as a three-day festival on May 29, 1969, intent on bringing everybody, rural and
urban, together. Over the subsequent years, the festival continued to gain periodic media
coverage (see Figure 8), as well as coordinating its own recordings and photographic record, as
reflected in images included here.
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Figure 8. Local media coverage of the festival in 1986. Photo by Scott Reed. Used with
permission.
This early indication of the intent of the festival makes it clear that it was designed to
serve as preservation of the mountain culture, and the combination of crafts and music served
this purpose. As illustrated in the next chapter, Lee Schilling, as a collaborator in this effort
starting in 1969, clearly portrays how decisions made over the duration of the festival sought to
preserve the connection to the regional culture, often as a counterpoint to other festivals.
What started as the Folk Festival of the Smokies, held in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, changed
location and was referred to by different names over time. First the festival moved to Kineauvista
Park in Cosby, Tennessee, and then moved to the Schillings’ property, also in Cosby, Tennessee.
A change that came from the shift in location is the fact that the family property came with
limitations in terms of crowd size, since parking and rough terrain always posed a problem
(Schilling). However, the festival was still able to maintain a committed group of attendees.
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Eventually the Festival was renamed as the Cosby Harp and Dulcimer Festival. Although
the name of the festival changed to reflect an emphasis that they wished to place on the dulcimer
and harp, the format and spirit of the festival for most purposes stayed the same. As described by
Schilling, the move to the family property brought about challenges that forced the festival
organizers to rethink certain aspects of the festival, like the inclusion of craft vendors, although
many instrument builders continued to sell their products at the festival. However, the
workshops, stage show, and communal music stayed consistent throughout the course of the
changes in the festival name. This consistency will be evoked to justify referring to the evolving
entity either with the original label or simply as “the festival” in the discussions that follow.
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CHAPTER 4. PERSPECTIVES ON THE ORIGIN AND IMPACT OF THE FOLK FESTIVAL
OF THE SMOKIES
In this chapter I will examine three unique perspectives of individuals who were
associated with the Folk Festival of the Smokies. Lee Schilling was one of the founders of the
festival, which was initially founded by his wife Jean in 1968. Schilling then joined her in 1969.
Jim Miller is a long-time participant in the old-time music scene who took part in the festival for
more than twenty-five years and for whom the festival represented a formative experience in
shaping his musical career (Miller). Scott Reed also participated in the festival for many years.
He served as an informal photographer and documenter who engaged with a broad range of the
presenters and participants as the festival evolved over time (Reed). Together, the perspectives
offered by these three informants provide a way to examine the purpose, function, and impact of
this folk music festival as a way of investigating the role of music festivals generally, and
particularly those not among those few most famous examples (e.g., the Newport Folk Festival),
in the legacy of old-time music.
A Founder’s Perspective
Schilling, who collaborated with his wife Jean in the operation of the Folk Festival of the
Smokies, is himself an example the back-to-the land movement, which is considered a move
toward a simpler life, often with a drive toward a cultural heritage associated with times of the
past, a search for which folk festivals are often embraced as a formative part (Turman-Deal).
While, as a young man, Schilling had left the southern Appalachian region for employment with
NASA, he returned in the mid-1960s to attend a craft festival in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. There he
met his wife Jean and promptly made the decision to move back permanently and embark with
her on a partnership to establish a folk festival. He was drawn back by his sense of belonging to
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the southern Appalachian Mountains, a place where “living traditions [had] evolved” and
continued to survive (Stefano 226). Schilling had not previously taken part in this musical
tradition but felt the need to move to the region to pursue it (Schilling).
I met Schilling in 2019 at his home in Cosby, which served for many years as the festival
grounds and primitive camping area. We had spoken on the phone serval times leading up to our
meeting and he had given me verbal instructions to get to his house, claiming that my GPS
would not be able to lead me accurately to the correct location. The residence is set off the road
atop a steep hill nestled in the woods above a cemetery plot. As we began our conversation,
something that became immediately apparent was that preservation was at the heart and forefront
of the mission that drove the Folk Festival of the Smokies in the lives of its founders.
When talking about his reasoning for choosing to sponsor an old-time music-based
festival, Schilling told me that they “wanted to sponsor old-time music because we felt that it
was dying out.” They had noticed that most of the other festivals they had attended seemed to
focus primarily on what they felt represented more contemporary folk music and seemed to rely
on having big name stars to drive the festivals and draw in audiences. Further, Schilling made it
clear that as the founders, they wanted to create a family-friendly environment that welcomed
diverse groups to increase engagement with the music that they so cherished.
This idea is also apparent in the later shift to focus on dulcimers and harps, which the
Schillings saw as underrepresented instruments within the world of traditional mountain music.
This change in direction would come with a downsizing of operations but would also focus on
what was perhaps the largest influence that the festival would have—the creation of a scene for
dulcimer and harp players (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. A harp demonstration during the festival in 1987. Photo by Scott Reed. Used with
permission.
Another attempt at preservation was the documentation that happened through the
recording of performances at the festival, and which created a tangible and listenable record of
the music that took place at the festival. This collection is now housed in the Archives of
Appalachia where it is carefully preserved and accessible to anyone interested. Also potentially
available to those with an interest in the festival’s history is an LP compilation album of the
better recordings from the first two festivals. However, only about 1,000 of these records were
pressed due to a lack of sales, and copies are not readily available (Schilling). The LP is a
compilation of the festival recordings now housed in the Archives of Appalachia at ETSU. The
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recordings were taken from the sound board during the first couple of festivals and stand as an
example of the original festival format which includes the competition section and a more formal
stage show. Many of the performances feature noteworthy traditional musicians like Jeanette
Carter, and Hazel Dickens and Alice Gerrard (Schilling).
Another goal that Lee Schilling brought to the management of the festival was to keep
the focus primarily on the music and its enjoyment. The early iterations of the festival included a
competition, but after the first couple of years, the Schillings suspended the contest because they
felt that participants became more focused on doing well in the contest than they did on being
active in other aspects of the music happening at the festival. However, other non-music
contests, like watermelon seed spitting, remained.
One of the aspects that Schilling expressed great pride in was the informal jamming that
took place throughout the festival. “The jamming was really the best part,” he noted during the
interview. He also described that “the jams would go on all night. The only thing we asked is that
during the evening concert that the jamming take place far enough away from the stage to not
disturb what was going on up there.” Schilling asserted that the jam sessions were “where most
of the learning took place.” (Shilling).
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Figure 10. Informal instruction. Participants learning the bowed psaltery in this 1988 photograph
by Scott Reed. Used with permission.
According to Schilling, the festival itself never generated much revenue, with the
Schillings usually having to subsidize the festival with roughly $2,000 of their own money each
year. Even with the event placing a financial burden on them, they still remained committed to
holding it every year because they felt that it played an important role in highlighting and
preserving the music and instruments that were important to the place they called home.
Lee Schilling’s role in creating an environment where music could be shared freely and
inspiring others to take up the torch of the dulcimer exhibits the traits of a strong tradition bearer.
Through his love of the music and the dulcimer he inspired many more to keep the “machine” in
motion (Niles 173).
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A Participant’s Perspective
During my conversation with Lee Shilling, Jim Miller came up several times as someone
who had displayed a great deal of involvement throughout the festival’s duration in many
different capacities and was someone whose stories, memories, and perspectives would round
out my research for this project. Miller is a long-time musician who attended the festival
annually starting in the early 1970s and extending into the late 1990s (Miller). He brought a long
history to his participation in the festival, and extended its legacy, spending more than forty-six
years engaged in old-time music. Miller has worked extensively in traditional music, with
engagement in teaching, performing, and instrument building. He now is an adjunct faculty
member at East Tennessee State University in the Bluegrass, Old-Time and Roots Music Studies
program and is a retired fourth grade schoolteacher. Miller is deeply involved in the world of
dulcimer festivals and workshops, in which he keeps a busy schedule both teaching and
performing (Miller).
Miller met Lee and Jean Schilling while attending Milligan University. During this time,
he attended a dulcimer concert that featured the Schillings. While talking to Miller after their
performance, the couple encouraged him to attend the festival they were holding in Cosby,
Tennessee, which would lead Miller to a sense of “belonging to the shared heritage” that was
celebrated at the festival (Stefano 226). As Miller recalled, “Cosby was my baptism into the
world of dulcimer.” This metaphorical baptism is a clear expression of a sense of being
welcomed into a community. Miller’s participation in the festival in Cosby was the reason he
saw and heard a hammered dulcimer for the first time. This initial meeting had a profound
impact on the musical pursuits in Miller’s life, jump-starting a 20-year career for him as a
hammered dulcimer builder at his business, the Hampton Music Shop (Miller).
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Miller noted that although the crowds were never impressive in size, they were full of
enthusiastic participants, mostly in their twenties, who were excited about traditional music.
These audiences found gratification in a relatively primitive amphitheater where the audiences
sat in lawn chairs and listened to performances without the aid of amplification. The
performances occurred on a small stage that provided a covered bandstand and lighting to make
evening performances possible (Miller).
Throughout the time that Miller was involved in the festival, he found that he would fill
many different roles including performer, workshop leader (see Figure 11), and even undefeated
champion of spitting watermelon seeds a great distance. Miller also observed that the wide range
of roles in which he found himself was fundamental to an intentional approach taken to the
organization of the festival. The festival had an open format intended to allow participants to
pursue their interests. Workshops were set up on the fly during the festival. Lee Schilling placed
a poster board out in the common area so that the performers could write down what workshop
they wanted to teach. This allowed the performers the freedom to decide what they wanted to
present, instead of requiring the performers to define their participation to fit a list of predetermined categories (Miller).
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Figure 11. Jim Miller teaches hammered dulcimer at one of the festival workshops, 1985. Photo
by Scott Reed. Used with permission.
There was an emphasis on informality at the festival, according to Miller. As we can see
from the photograph above, many of the workshops were held around campfires in a somewhat
casual fashion unlike the more structured workshops of festivals like Newport. Miller drove this
point home by telling me a story about re-creating the Olympic torch lighting ceremony during
the summer of 1996 when the Olympics were taking place in Atlanta. They created a character
named Dulcisious, a role which Miller performed dressed in a toga as a sort of master of
ceremonies. He then would light a large torch that Schilling had built to kick off the beginning of
the festival. This would become an annual tradition for several years to follow. The event would
always start with a throw-together band made up of different performers.
Miller maintains that at the time of his involvement with the festival, there was not very
much happening in the world of dulcimer music. Miller said that “Cosby was really one of the
first dulcimer-focused festivals I remember seeing around.” To illustrate the way the festival had
inspired other gatherings to highlight and appreciate the instrument, he then pulled out his
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computer to show me his upcoming schedule of festivals at which he would be teaching dulcimer
in the forthcoming weeks, including at least a dozen different dulcimer-related events like
Dulcimer U hosted at Western Carolina University, which boasts that it is “America’s premier
Mountain Dulcimer Education Program.” Miller then mentioned that even though the average
age of the attendees of these dulcimer camps has been increasing, the aging of the participants
does not detract from vibrant engagement with the instrument.
Miller’s continued role as a teacher and performer of the dulcimer music for which his
passion began in Cosby makes him a strong tradition bearer who is enthusiastically active in
sharing the music he learned at the festival.
An Informal Documentarian’s Perspective
During my interview with Jim Miller, he identified Scott Reed as a person who could
contribute to gaining an understanding of the role and influence of the festival. According to
Miller, Reed had been an active participant in the festival and one who often had a camera in his
hands, taking video of the festivals for many years (see Figure 12). I drove to Reed’s house in
Webber City, Virginia in January 2020 to conduct my final interview for this project.
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Figure 11. Scott Reed sitting with his camera at his campsite in one of the primitive camping
locations. Photo used courtesy of Scott Reed.

Figure 13. Scott Reed engages with festival participants in this photograph from 1987. Photo
used courtesy of Scott Reed.
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Reed started playing the banjo after watching the movie Deliverance. After some time
spent playing bluegrass banjo, Reed realized that he was more interested in pursuing old-time
music, particularly guitar and dulcimer. He began attending the festival in 1985 after the event’s
shift to the Cosby Dulcimer and Harp Festival. Reed served as a sort of unofficial photographer
for the gathering and would travel to Cosby early to help set up the festival grounds (Reed). He
also served as an active participant in the music-making of the festival.
Reed had learned about the festival though some friends of his in the old-time community
around Southwest Virginia and East Tennessee, including Jim Miller. After his first time
attending, he went every single year through the final festival in 2001, having found what
Stefano determines a sense of “belonging to the community of fellow… musicians” (226). Reed
commented on how beneficial he found the diverse workshops and the continuous, informal
music taking place communally around campfires to learning tunes and gathering a greater
understanding of the music. He also commented on how entertaining the stage shows could be,
with scratch bands made up of any festival participants who wanted to take the stage, as
exemplified by Figure 14, which shows how diverse in instrumentation and how informal these
bands could be. Reed also asserted that the stage banter by the masters of ceremony on the
festival stage—Robin Mohan, Steve Mayfield, and Ben Wakefield—was exceptional and
contributed to an enjoyable atmosphere.
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Figure 14. An informal group performance by a “scratch band” playing on stage in 1986. Photo
by Scott Reed. Used with permission.
When asked about the festival’s role in cultural preservation, Reed felt strongly that the
festival had played an important role in highlighting and presenting old-time music. He stated
that the organizers’ efforts toward perpetuating old-time music created “a living history.” The
recognition Reed gave old-time music as a historic and yet living art form was a theme echoed
by the other interviewees.
Reed noted that there had been consideration of resurrecting the festival since its demise
at the conclusion of the 2001 gathering. Although several of the key participants in the festival,
including Robin Mohan and Steve Mayfield, had discussed reviving the event, it ultimately has
not come to pass. Now that twenty years have gone by and many of those pivotal members are
deceased, Reed doubts that it will ever be revived. He says that he feels the void left by the
festival’s absence and although he still attends some gatherings, like the Mt. Airy Fiddler’s
Convention, he has stopped regularly attending festivals like Galax because he sees how the
focus of that festival has largely been transferred to bluegrass. However, he still participates in
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old-time music making within his community around Webber City, Virginia, and often hosts or
attends jams. Throughout his writing, Niles repeatedly points out that tradition bearers can be
impactful within their own families and small communities. Through sharing music with his son
and the engaging with his community by hosting jams, Reed serves as an important part of the
“machine” (Niles 173).
The Folk Festival of the Smokies without a doubt served as a pivotal event for the three
men I interviewed. The festival was a place of learning, sharing, and community that inspired
musicians who to this day consider the annual gathering a special part of their pasts and continue
to see its influences in their current musical careers. The legacy of the festival lives on through
those who treasure their memories from those days—whether they attended once or all thirtythree years—and continue to share their music with others.
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CHAPTER 5. THE LEGACY OF THE FOLK FESTIVAL OF THE SMOKIES
While folk festivals can be real contributors to the vitality of communities, as the history
of the Folk Festival of the Smokies illustrates—especially of rural and relatively isolated
populations—it is important to recognize that like all human endeavors, folk festivals can also
sometimes have a dark side. David Whisnant, in his 1983 book All that is Native and Fine,
documents a reality about folk festivals that raises significant questions about the idealistic
portrayal by some festivals as celebrations that support preservation of local cultures. He
specifically notes the White Top Folk Festival in southwestern Virginia during the 1930s was an
intervention intended to manipulate the culture of that community. The extent of the
manipulation, according to Whisnant, extended to overtly racist, nativist schemes to limit
interaction between races and avert inter-racial marriage (12, 237-246). This was also the case
with Lunsford’s Mountain Dance and Folk Festival where Lunsford would make bands change
their names or outfits to be more in line with his idea of southern Appalachian culture (Jamison
155).
To recognize that human affairs can be subject to less than commendable motivations, or
that the impact of events might not always move toward laudable outcomes, is not necessarily to
contend that such was true of a specific festival. In fact, it is merely to suggest caution in
promotion and assessment of any attempt at preserving cultures and celebrating expressions
based within specific cultures. It is with this caveat in mind that I will here attempt to portray the
legacy of the Folk Festival of the Smokies.
The legacy of cultural events is told in the evidence it leaves in the lives of the people
engaged in and influenced by the events. While the Folk Festival of the Smokies has not been a
functioning part of the community for over twenty years now, it is clear that it continues to
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reflect in the lives of people in the southern portion of the Appalachians. As noted before, there
is ongoing impact in the old-time music community reflected in the professional lives of people
like Jim Miller, who found much of his professional existence rooted in his experiences at the
festival. This ranges from his instrument building and professional music making to his ongoing
involvement in instructing the next generation of musicians. Perhaps nowhere is this so evident
as in his ongoing engagement in instructing students at East Tennessee State University in
instrumental performance as an adjunct faculty member in the Bluegrass, Old-Time, and Roots
Music Studies program (Miller).
Another clear element of the legacy is the ways in which the festival has influenced other
cultural events in the regional community. One example is the cross-festival pollination between
the Folk Festival of the Smokies and the National Storytelling Festival. Although the two
festivals celebrate different aspects of the regional culture, there is clear evidence that, in this
case, a festival fundamentally focused on music impacted a festival focused on the closely
related world of storytelling. The influence can be traced to the encounter that Barbra Freeman
and Connie Regen-Blake had with the Folk Festival of the Smokies during their visit in 1973,
which would have been while the festival was being held at the Kineauvista site in Cosby (Sobol
80). Freeman and Regen-Blake were both heavily involved in the emerging storytelling scene,
and Regan-Blake even served as the chair for the National Storytelling Festival throughout the
70s and into the 80s. The two women’s experience clearly had a profound effect on them, as
evidenced in a quotation from Regan-Blake as reported by Joseph Sobol in his 1999 book The
Storytellers’ Journey: An American Revival:
In ‘72 some people that we knew through the library told us about a
folk festival that was going on… it was called the Folk Festival of the
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Smokies. And it was wonderful… and I was blown away. And I distinctly
remember walking around—‘cause they had crafts, and all people with
booths set up—and thinking to myself, “what is it, what could to be able to
travel, and hear this music all the time, and be part of this lifestyle?” I just
really loved it and it’s amazing to me to look back on that. Because it’s a very
visceral memory for me. You know, I really remember everything that was
going on as I was thinking that. And we really did love our jobs, it wasn’t at
all any kind of dis-pleasure with it. And I don’t know for me if it was so
much a nine-to-five. I don’t know if that was in my mind, of, ooooh, not
wanting to have to get up every day and go in to work; it was almost more to
be around this kind of atmosphere all the time. There was just such a sense
that I had never experienced before (80).
Although neither Freeman nor Regan-Blake was the involved in planning for the first
National Storytelling Festival, they both were heavily involved with the festival from the first
event on (Sobol 80). Freeman’s and Regan-Blake’s accounts of their time spent at the Folk
Festival of the Smokies demonstrate that the event strongly influenced their thinking about how a
festival should feel and undoubtedly shaped the way they thought as festival organizers. This
strong link between the two festivals shows a solid relationship with the Folk Festival of the
Smokies.
The festival also had a legacy of introducing young people to the music and broader
culture of the southern Appalachians. The participants who were interviewed all noted that many
young adults were substantially involved in all of the activities. Additionally, as shown in
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Figures 15 and 16, there was real attention to involving and educating children, helping to create
the next generation of tradition bearers.

Figure 15. Passing the music on to the future. William Miller, son of Jim Miller receives fiddle
lessons at the festival in this photograph from 1987. Photo by Scott Reed. Used with permission.
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Figure 16. Passing the culture on to the next generation. Young participants engaged in the
festival in this 1985 photograph by Scott Reed. Used with permission.
While the Folk Festival of the Smokies persisted over a long period of time—thirty-three
years—it did not maintain a singular image, but instead evolved over time. The final years
retained many of the formative attributes but evolved to emphasize the promotion of dulcimers
and harps, even taking on the new label of the Cosby Harp and Dulcimer Festival as it followed
the interests of the founders and other participants. This illustrates a key attribute of festivals.
Their existence is not static, but instead must track with the interests of central figures in their
existence in order to garner the participation essential to their longevity. While festivals may
contribute to preserving cultures, like the cultures being preserved, they must change with the
times all the while contributing to new endeavors and emerging generations if they are to have a
meaningful legacy.
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CHAPTER 6. SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION: THE FUTURE OF MUSIC FESTIVALS,
OLD-TIME MUSIC, AND SOUTHERN APPALACHIAN CULTURE
This concluding chapter restates the reasons I chose the Folk Festival of the Smokies as
the topic for this thesis, why it was important during its heyday, and why it is perhaps even more
important to acknowledge its legacy in the present day. I go on to review the methodology I used
in this project and summarize my findings. Finally, I provide a discussion of the results of my
research through an interpretation of the findings and a look at this study’s relationship to both
previous and potential future research.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, this thesis is a historical case study focused on the Folk
Festival of the Smokies. By examining the history of the festival from its inception to its last year
of operation, I have constructed an image of the impact of this festival, and that of other similar
events, on regional cultures. Small regional folk festivals like the one mentioned in the project
serve as a forum for tradition bearers to pass on old-time music to future generations. Without
them, the knee-to-knee style of learning music—that is, with someone sitting right in front of
you or perhaps across a fire pit—would take a great blow. Although there are other methods for
learning old-time music, none quite builds the same enthusiasm for the music as that which
comes from full immersion in a temporary community brought to the festival for the love of and
interest in the music and culture.
Methodology
This project relied on in-person interviews with three participants of the festival: founder
and organizer Lee Schilling, performer and workshop instructor Jim Miller, and informal
documentarian Scott Reed. Talking to these respondents in person allowed me to have active
conversations with these three men that led to information that I would not have been able to
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gather though an email or phone conversation. Rather than simply giving them a list of questions
to answer, I was able to look at photographs and other memorabilia with them, giving me the
opportunity to explore spontaneous lines of inquiry. I also reviewed all the primary source
materials I could procure, such as three boxes of photographs and eleven video tapes lent to me
by Reed.
Summary
Over the course of this study, I have found that the Folk Festival of the Smokies acted as
the introduction to old-time music for many of the participants, with Jim Miller saying that the
annual event was his “baptism to the world of dulcimer,” and Scott Reed talking about how the
festival was where he developed his love for the dulcimer. This festival also served as a place
where a community based around sharing music and techniques could develop and thrive, as
evidenced by the abundance of workshops and informal jamming. Further, the loss of festivals
like this leaves a large void in the musical lives of those who attended.
Discussion
Without a doubt, all three participants exhibit Niles’ definition of a tradition bearer
though the continued engagement, performance, and education in their music communities. The
Folk Festival of the Smokies served as an event that fostered a love for the region’s music and
helped instill that love in many who actively keep that cultural tradition “machine” running
(Niles 173).
In addition, the Folk Festival of the Smokies is a good example of UNESCO’s statement
on the importance of preserving intangible cultural heritage because of its presentation of
performative arts, social practice and festive events, and traditional craftsmanship, which are
categorized by UNESCO as elements of intangible cultural heritage. The festival served as a
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forum for the transmission of traditions generationally. The event also demonstrates the
categories of the sense of belonging from Stefano: belonging to the community of fellow dancers
and musicians, belonging to the places in which living traditions have evolved, and belonging to
the shared heritage that is expressed though these practices. Throughout this study, all three
interview subjects exemplified the categories of sense of belonging in their statements and
recollections.
In comparison to other folk festivals that focus on a broader folk music tradition
highlighted on a main stage, the festival in Cosby had a much narrower focus on regional music
and a set group of instruments. Therefore, those who attended and continue to play the music
from that festival serve as tradition bearers of southern Appalachian old-time music. Something
that made this small regional festival so important was that it made active participants out of its
attendees, who then translated the music to their lives outside of the festival and continued to
celebrate those cultural traditions long after the festival’s end. As an old-time musician myself, I
have seen that small regional festivals—particularly ones like the Folk Festival of the Smokies
that put such emphasis on active participation and tradition bearing—are a necessity for keeping
local musicians engaged in learning and sharing. Without these gatherings, old-time musicians
would not have as much access to in-person learning opportunities, such as informal lessons and
jams with players of different levels, which are so vital to keeping music traditions alive.
There was very little previously published about the Folk Festival of the Smokies except
for some local news articles, a bulletin for National Geographic, and some forum discussions.
None of those went into much detail about how the festival worked or what it was like to be
there, and I was left unable to find any sources detailing the gathering’s history or present-day
significance. I found no other academic papers written about the festival.
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I faced some minor limitations while conducting this study. For one, due to the large time
gap between the last festival in 2001 and when I started this project in 2019, some of the
participants who might have given me additional, helpful interviews had already passed away.
However, through the memories of their fellow festival attendees, I have been able to reconstruct
the story of the Folk Festival of the Smokies while keeping people such as original organizer
Jean Schilling in mind.
This study has the potential to be useful to future researchers who might be looking into
other music gatherings and how they relate to their surrounding cultures and communities. There
is also more that could be studied, published, or released with regard to the Folk Festival of the
Smokies. One such opportunity for a future researcher would be to create a box set out of the
recordings of the festivals, which include some special performances. When I spoke to Lee
Schilling, he was enthusiastic about the idea. He would like to see that project come to life and
requested that, should it happen, a portion of the profit go to a commemorative scholarship in
honor of his late wife at Walter State Community College in Morristown Tennessee.
While music festivals, and folk festivals more specifically, may be ways to pull together
threads of heritage for the residents of a region, they also have the potential to generate
stereotypes. For example, the Smithsonian Institution’s annual folklife festival on the National
Mall in Washington D.C. was noted as a cultural product that connected visitors to the image of
Appalachia as a simple place populated by simple people (Satterwhite). While such an image has
potential for positive attribution, it may also be broadly erroneous and limiting. Further, as
portrayed by the case of the Folk Festival of the Smokies, the effort required to produce an
annual folk festival is daunting, and without sufficient manpower and funds to make each year’s
event come to life, the stress on the organizers can overtake the benefit to the local culture and
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result in the festival’s demise. As observed by Leslie Prosterman in his 1985 article “Folk
Festivals Revisited,” festivals are expensive and consume incredible amounts of the organizers’
time (15). Such personal costs certainly affected the Folk Festival of the Smokies, as detailed
above. In the end, despite the benefits rendered in terms of cultural advocacy, folk festivals may
not be the most cost-effective means to achieve those benefits (Prosterman 16).
Terrance Deal and Allan Kennedy, in their 1982 book Corporate Cultures: The Rites and
Rituals of Corporate Life, discuss an informal way to conceptualize culture as “the way we do
things around here” (4). While this represents a substantial simplification from typical academic
perspectives, it may be useful to apply this perspective as a concluding thought regarding oldtime music. When we examine Appalachian culture from the perspective of how things are done,
old-time music can be seen as how we do music around here. Music festivals can serve to
preserve this part of a distinctive way of life, and one that if lost reduces the character of the
region and realistically would result in diminution of a sense of place.
In closing, it is critical to reflect on the special role music takes on in the lives of the
groups in which we are involved. Folk festivals provide a way to reflect on the natural human
drive toward affiliation, and the role that music plays in satisfying that drive. May we long
celebrate expressions of our musical heritage in both formal ways and, perhaps especially, in
those uniquely informal ways when we come together at the end of the day in celebration of
daily life. Let us always remember the special community, indeed as a sense of belonging
(Stefano 226), which we celebrate around the campfire at the close of the day, just as
exemplified in this image (Figure 17) from the 1987 Folk Festival of the Smokies.
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Figure 17. Gathering and performing around the campfire at the Folk Festival of the Smokies
(aka the Cosby Harp and Dulcimer Festival) in 1987. Photo by Scott Reed. Used with
permission.
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